The objects in the exhibition had not yet become exclusive to the museum, but were still somehow in circulation as these machinegun shells that could be bought for the price of a postcard. You half expected an old resistance fighter to enter with a gun, place it in a show case, and perhaps paint this a better colour in the process. One had the feeling of being in a place with live roots, although, actually, I think it was the local tourist board that payed to keep the place open at all.
The new (1988) "Memorial pour la Paix" in Caen proved a strange contrast. Inside the white concrete structure of the Memorial you felt as if 50 years had passed in a flash. You were now in the huge space of an airport where ingeniously constructed exhibition cases and mock-ups stretched as far as the eye could see. At the back was an excellent café.
Two War Museums
The war museum in Calais was housed in a German communications bunker situated near the centre of the city. The bunker was partly over ground, but when you entered your first impression was the musty smell. Everywhere stood hand-painted exhibition cases teeming with objects. Second-hand mannequins wore uniforms and stared back at you with confident grins. I do not remember any stated purpose of the exhibition, but the general subject was the fate of Calais during WW II. This meant for instance also the engine of a German Messerschmitt that had happened to be shot down near the town. At the exit you could buy dud machinegun shells for five francs apiece. Coming from the un-reformed Resistance Museum in Copenhagen, I felt rather at home. Computer screens and film projectors showed grainy black-white film footage from the fighting in 1944, or old people recollecting. You were seing here a distant past.
Post-Modernism and the Three Generations of Museums
Whereas the bunker exhibition in Calais seemed to be the kind of museum people make themselves to keep memorable events alive, Caen on the other hand was calling up a time already beyond living memory. And in doing so, the Memorial had another purpose than merely to document Normandy's fate during WW II. It also provided the visitors with a ready-made eyepiece through which to view the past. The "Memorial pour la Paix" officially subscribed to the ideals of The United Nations including, not least, the human rights.
It should be said that the Memorial was by far the more rewarding museum to visit. You could spend days there. Great pains had been taken to provide and present interesting objects, information in all forms was at your fingertips, the staff was helpful. And unless you were against human rights, visiting the Memorial you should feel to have carried out a sort of pilgrimage for peace and understanding.
But I still liked the bunker in Calais better.
Post-Modern Criticism
Writers in current museology would probably find that one ought to feel otherwise.
Mainstream thought now holds that a Calais-type of museum is not only outdated in technical terms but even more so ideologically speaking. Many, if not all, of these "1. generation museums" can be condemned for being shaped by nationalism, imperialism, euro-centrism, blind evolutionarism, or the like.
This may be so. But, interestingly, these judgements are most often based on ideological analysis of the texts in the exhibition, the catalogue, or official statements-of-intent. Or analysis of the political, social and economic set-up behind the museum. Since very few museums actually state lies in their exhibitions, the postmodern critics focus their criticism on what is left out, or more virtuously: what is "suppressed". But language and power structure alone can hardly describe a medium which, at the core, consists of authentic three-dimensional objects placed in a space. There may be all sorts of intent (some of it unconscious) behind a given exhibition. But an important part of its effect is, what you, the visitor, actually feel and experience there. And this is what much ideological criticism, being preoccupied with the lacks, fails to explain or even note.
What then if you could show a typology of museums by viewing them from the bottomup, or, rather, from-the-entrance-in?
Generations of Museums
Trying to do this I shall return once more to Calais and Caen. If the bunker in Calais was "1. generation" then the Memorial in Caen might be called "3. generation", a grandchild rather than a child. Somewhere in between you might perhaps put the sensible and didactic type of museum -the ones so commonly shaped in the 1970'ies -to fill out the role as an intermediary stage, a "2. generation".
Using this distinction as a frame for analysis, you might perhaps find that you -toohave experienced some of the following differences when visiting museums: The outlook of the 1. generation museum is of its nature partisan. It is tied to its founders almost to the point of being a part of them.
Most 1. generation museums eventually change into a 2. generation form (see below). But if the external and internal demands for modernization can be suppressed one of three things may happen. The museum may simply be closed down for lack of relevance, but this almost never happens. If it can refine its best "1. generation characteristics" (for instance the rarity of its objects) it may go on as before eventually reaching the position of being Heritage. This has happened to the Rosenborg Castle, which e.g. exhibits the Danish crown jewels. No one now seriously expects Rosenborg to mention the suppressed copyholders who payed for them.
The third (but very rare) possible role for an un-reformed 1. generation museum is that of a Cult-museum, that is a museum so outdated that it still faithfully reflects a now defunct culture or mind-set. Until its removal in 1967 the old Copenhagen Zoological Museum was such a museum. Crammed in everywhere you might find rows upon rows of specimens in glasses with alcohol, brought home from foreign countries at the cost of lives and meticulously marked with unreadable labels. Some still regret that it is no longer there.
But the Cult-status is not something that can be reached by design. It has to sincerely represent a genuine but now failed effort of understanding the world.
The 2. Generation Museum
The 2. generation museum may have "education" as its catch-phrase. They are developed from -and usually in opposition to -a 1. generation form. Every 2. generation museum has somewhere in its history a fierce battle between the founders and the reformers, won by the latter, who (guiltily) take pleasure in finally doing away with the outdated or outrightly false statements in the 1. generation exhibition. But they also represent the attractive belief that History can be learned, Man can be educated and that society can profit from it. They are therefore also the type of museum that most openly state a purpose. This, however, does not necessarily prevent them from being as one-eyed, or propagandistic as the 1. generation museums. The museums in the old East-Bloc usually had the properties listed above under 2. generation.
In any case the assumption that people visit museums in order to be taught is probably wrong. Professionals and students may do, but the general public in a free society has a whole range of other reasons than education when they enter museums, curiosity perhaps being the most important one.
The 2. generation museum is an unstable type. Whereas the 1. generation museum is basically satisfied with itself as it is, and is ready to live on a stone, the 2. generation museum has a built-in propensity to expand. There is no real limit to the amount of objects it will collect or the costs it will claim to conserve them. The exhibition, which seldom recognizes the emotional needs of the guests, tends to be stale, because it has much fewer objects than a 1. generation museum. It uses them merely as a means that could ideally be replaced simply by a text. This disregard for the powers of the object will lead to the loss of visitors, a loss that can seldom be made up for by the forcibly enrolled school-pupils. It is probably no coincidence that the 2. generation museum is usually to be found in states that are, or aspire to be welfare states. And like the welfare state the 2. generation museum is threatened and in the end perhaps felled by the pressures on its economy. The state or large corporation that supports it demands a better return on its money in terms of visitors, exhibitions, arrangements and media exposure. It must change into a 3. generation museum.
The 3. Generation Museum
The 3. generation museum is post-modern. The properties, I have listed above are, of course, something of a caricature. In reality a 3. generation museum might (like the Memorial in Caen) incorporate many of the qualities of the 2. generation museum. Actually there may not exist a "pure" 3. generation museum anywhere yet. But on the other hand one can see it developing in our present museums.
In theory a 3. generation museum may have no roots in a former museum. But in that case, as a wholly new venture, it might prefer to take the shape of a "Theme Park", which is hardly a museum at all. Usually a 3. generation museum will be a reformed 2. generation museum. It will have learned an important lesson from the failed parent: museums are about objects, not texts. The 3. generation museum will take great pains to procure just the right objects. There are several reasons for this. The first is that modern media in its rapid expansion has failed to expand its credibility as well. Perhaps even the reverse has happened. News, History, the Internet all exist on just a screen, where they compete for attention.
Against this background objects of proven authenticity have now begun to carry more weight as elements in the communication of the past. A simple, functional cause for this is that the museum medium with its spatially placed objects can be accessed in much the same way you use a computer: from any side and instantaneously. You can look at an object, pass it by or return to it, the choice is "digital". In this sense the museum is different from the book, the film, the song or the tale who are all "analog" and must be digested from one end to the other. But the museum combines this zap-quality with a tactility, a feeling of direct access to the past, that the electronic screen simply lacks.
There is, however, another reason for the new role of the authentic object. Postmodernism sometimes claims that the means of communication -the "text" -itself constructs the reality it wants to convey. All the phenomena around us do not really exist until they have been formulated as a text ("text" being also other media than the written one). But any statement, any text, it is argued, is also always a statement from some position, a special interest, and thus a text can always be attacked -in fact: must be attacked -for its hidden agenda and the things it leaves unsaid. Taken in its literal meaning this puts the museum text writer in a difficult position. It seems she is suddenly burdened with actually creating the past, and, not being God, she prefers to step back and "let the object speak for itself ". Therefore some museum exhibitions of the 90s have this anemic, almost barren look, where the curator seems to have simply vanished, and where it has been left to the architect or some invited artist to create a meaning. But this means also that the lasting impression of the museum visitor may end up being the fire-extinguisher on the wall because it had both an understandable purpose and an understandable text.
The 3. generation museum, being a business, is more dependent upon its visitors than the older forms. If the public in this last decade has been searching for fixed values to believe in, the 3. generation museum must try to answer the need. It does so partly by the cult around its objects, partly by infusing its exhibition and arrangement with a moralistic angle. Anything that smacks of nationalism, racism, sexism etc. is avoided if not outright condemned. Equality and human rights are stressed. If asked, the 3. generation museum can also show that it has internal programs for equal rights, hiring of minorities and perhaps a policy dealing with the problems of the old or the drunk in its staff.
But this platform has a serious weakness. If the attitudes of the public and the economic climate changes, the 3. generation museum must go along. It is for instance unlikely that nationalism will return in its old form.
But a museum that now promotes international values over national ones, may one day find itself forced to cater instead to regionalism, because its customers have begun to react in this way against "globalization". And so forth.
What is wrong with the 3. Generation Museum?
If at least some of what has been said above is correct, then I can also partly answer the question that puzzled me 10 years ago i Normandy.
Spending time in a 3. generation museum is not challenging, it is comfortable. But at the same time you are not quite certain that you are really in a museum. Much of what you see is the same as in the Mall you just left outside. The videos, the café, the museum shop, the service or the string-quartet. Even the objects -although coming from very interesting places -are in a sense matched by the Rolex'es and Ferraris in the Mall and protected by the same kind of security glass.
Why is it that you want to escape from all this and dive down in some old 1. generation museum in stead? Why are biased and outdated museums emotionally superior to the ones that belong to your own time and seems to reflect your life-style and values?
In the first place a good deal of our values, especially the ones that are promoted from above, are always partly false.
The central modern value is the right of the individual, and -with yesterday's heroes and ideologies gone -postmodernism has tended use the plight of the victim as the most telling contrast. The victim has become the protagonist in much historical research and international reporting. But after the fall of the Iron Curtain, an important component in human rights has disappeared from view: the fact that rights have not historically been bestowed from above. They have been fought for. And battles, being social and collective enterprises, demand discipline and subordination of the participants, or in a word: sacrifice. Official modern culture no longer seems to be aware of how human rights came to be a value at all. Therefore the museum of the future might be one that combines vague universalist ideals with a deconstruction of the past, and an added opportunity to be a consumer while taking this in.
The point is: would you visit such a museum yourself?
How should a museum function?
To the modern museum an escape into tribalism or nostalgia is not desirable or even possible. But the new combination of aestheticism, moralism and the market is hardly more attractive. Perhaps as a beginning something is to be learnt from two of the qualities of the 1. generation museum.
Here the object basically is a trophy from some great quest of which it is both a result and a proof. Later generations may prefer to use objects to inform the visitors or to fascinate them. But these functions, I suggest, are derived from the original use and cannot stand alone. What good is disinterested collection of information or uninformed fascination? And how could the museum media either inform or fascinate, if there were no real objects?
The authentic object should be respected for its infinite possibilities as an actual part of the past. This sets it apart from the model or the replica. Most people would instinctively reject an exhibition consisting only of models or replicas, or wouldn't go there more than once.
Why?
The model may be beautifully made up, exciting, and instructive. Being three-dimensional it is also tactile and can play the part of an object as opposed to the pictures got up on the electronic screen. The model contains a maximum of information -but as a material relic it only points back to the workshop of the model-wright, his dexterity, the types of glue he used, and the knowledge of the mind that planned the model. But then knowledge is important? Why not fill the museums with models?
The model is explanatory and in a wider sense the illustration of a world-view -but in it you can only find what the maker ("the teacher") put there. It constantly empties itself of the information it contains, but has little more to offer. Its limits are clear. And the same goes for the replica. It can never contain more than its maker at a given time saw, understood and was able to reproduce in his copy.
The model is authoritarian. Spritually you are standing down there, somehow looking up at the model and its maker. But is the authentic object then in-finite and anti-authoritarian? I think so. As any museum-person knows, an object may always turn out to be something different from what we thought it was. Or circumstances may force us to interpret it in new ways. Or it may reveal information that no one "put there", but that we are happy to have suddenly discovered. So, as opposed to the model or the replica, the authentic object can itself grow in the process of giving off information. This means that we can never be entirely sure about the texts we pin to our objects. They may one day blow up in our faces. And this is what the public senses. Spritually the curators must accept to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the public in front of the authentic object. Because in the end you never know the final interpretation of the past that it is a manifest part of.
The object, therefore, is potentially subversive.
And this connects to a second 1.-generation-quality. That of attitude. The founders of the 1. generation museum will of course feel certain that their explanations and use of their objects are self-evidently right.
But basically the 1. generation museum is a place where strangers from the past want to show you something important. To them. The purpose of the whole institution is to convince you of their importance and right to a place in the world. They are, as it were, showing you their wounds as well as their achievements. But in doing this, they treat you as an equal, because, after all, this is the only way of genuine persuasion.
And this makes you feel good. Thus the qualities of our museum-grandfathers are that they chose to document their own past by unashamedly putting objects from it on view. And that in doing so they created a medium that can -potentiallytranscend some of the barriers that divide us from them and, perhaps, us from each other.
